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CIA ‘Outshufﬂe&’ E’ost @ﬂ'lce,
Opened An'maﬁ F rom Lhma

. postal otflcials|
: maxl had been -opened;- botm conduct “mail . cover”  opera-;

By Georae Lardner Jr..
Wuhlnston Post Statt erm '

. The Central Intelligenoe
-\gency surreptntiously opened -

incoming airmail from China..
for weeks at a time- despxte a
Loncentrated .effort .. by - L.S:):
postal . mspectors to’ pre\'em
‘he tampering, -

" Chief U.S. Postal Iuapector
W, xlham J. Cotter said the CIA|"
was authorized : wonly to- con-i
duct a “mail cover" operation
—scrutlny of - envelopes—and;
was’ explicitly: warned “that-
none .of the mail was- to be
opened.

Another top postal offncnal
added that  the CIA represent-i
ative .who secured the Postal
Service’s approval of the proj-
ect agreed not to tamper with
the mail in any way. .
..Postal inspectors
Francisco. were eve: assigned
to watch the CIA agents
watching the mail- and make

sure the rules were, Ioilewed, |-

Cotter toid a  reporter. -But
somehow. he said. the ClA oo
eratives managed to iniercept
rd evidenriv y
-st-blass lettevs., ) .
- Fedeval law, nvohibiis-the!
openiny of First-class mail;
without a.searcit w:urant By
contrast, a “mail Lover " which:
the CI:\ requested. is’ a long-!
standing although sometimes
controversial investigative
technique and does not re-
quire a court order. It in-|
volves the recording of infor-
mation on envelopes. such as
the names ‘of the sendexs and
the -addresses. «

The. CIA - “outshu.fﬂed our
people on’ the scene,” said
James V. P. Conway, executive
pssistant for poutul affairs and |
furmerly Cotter’s top deputy.
‘1 was not only surprised, but
ﬂisapoointed' . « . unhappy.
Those"are the most genteel
words I can tunk of to de
cribe my reaction.” :

.CIA Director William’ E
“olby acknowledyed the W est’
Coast mail openings in con-:
-ressional téstimony earlier
his vear, but he gave no hint
hat the operation was con-
fucted in: violation of explicit
~onditions laid down by postal
yuthorities. e

: the \West Coast.”

in Sanf

copy . selected!.

.an official from the CIA’s co-|

-see him, showed him a gener

_inspectors were ordered ‘“to
:stay with them all the time” in
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Conway, smd .the: CIA dm

aak. for: permission« to chieck -

Cutter and Conway - reported, i tions . and - supply- mterested -out-the mail with some sort of -

nalounded u:e postal inspec- | law-

entorcement

tors who conducted the special |w1th the mtormatxon gleaued

surveillance of the CIA.agents 1

assizned to the pxolecl
The inspectors “would have

bet money that nothing. like |: mai
“letters a. day. .One-of - the m-l.

.\ former. CIA agent, (,on_gxnspectots -brought it over ini.
was -named chief pa inspec-ii sacks from: ‘the: airport... [: “our people said that they (the : -
then~h told them.

that happened.” Conway said.

tor in  April, 1969. by

Postmaster - General Wmtom
M. Btount. Several monthsi:
-later. he said “g. cc"eaguo ofi:
_mine from the other place (the|:
CIA) contacted me and- saidi
thev'd: like  to . survey: some |
‘mail between Red Chma ‘and/

7 Cotter " said ‘e = was!
“sensitive” about the- proposis:
tion because, as a former CIA :
emplo\ ee, he already knew of
i unauthouzed” CIA mail]

opening project in New York,:

which he eventually ‘helped:
bring to a halt. In any case. he.
said. he told the CIA to take:
up the West Coast request:
with Conway.’

“ Conway said' he was una-
ware of this. He said he first:
zot a call from the CIA in;
mid:1989 about how mail. was |
routed from ‘the Far East.i
Sometine atter thail, he said, i

vert operations division. whom
he declined to name, came to

ally worded letter, and asked
for :permission to . examine
“the outsides,” the envelopes |
only, of incoming letters from
‘China.
. “[ said that was all rxﬂht but;
that the mail was not to be
opeued by them or interfered
with,” ‘Conway recalled. “I
looked the guy right in the
eye and told him that and I
said, ‘Do you understand?’ He
said he understood.” i
Perhaps half a dozen CIA
agents, Conway estimated,'

were assigned to the project,f'
which was carried out at a -

U.S. postal inspection facility!

in San Mateo, Calif., near the;
- San Francisco airport. :

The project was carried out
on four, separate occasions,
each lasting a week or two, be-
tween Vovember 1969, and
October, 1971, Each tune Con-
way said, two to three po;tal

.CIA ~do

‘Look, this stuff
can’t be delayed.” " ..~

Both Cotter. and’ Conwayl
“were uncertain - just how thel

“CIA opened the mail, but they*
suspect that the agents tueked - -

| away selected letters- when

offices, 'and ~returned them
into the maiistream the next |
dav

_-“Apparently. they had wn?.cn
 lists™ of the mail they wanted

Conway added that less than §
’per cent of tho China mail,
lwh\ch ranged in estimated vol-.

a week. was intercepted.

legality of. the mail opemngs.

an’ attempt to
names of .people in active corv
respondence with China,.to de—

| velop foreizn contacts and to | .
:check on. Chmese censorshlp-

techniques.
- However, -
vaguely recalled being "told.
‘that the CIA hoped to. get
-some. insichts into the prog-
ﬂIt

testing program..

bombs in China, I thought
Amaybe they
‘Geiger counter and run it over

1any radloacu\ ity.”

" agencies: instrument. - But:

But Conway said he let the: | .
the * work. "because:imail was bemg ‘tampered with -
': ‘we're talking - about-a  lot ofiiin China” .or Hong..Kong- bo-
[~brobably a few: hundred:;fore arrival here;-

postal inspectors weren’t looks
Iling, copied them at the CIA’s

‘he- said - he
: was told the CIA' wanted tode’
this:to -tind- out “whether-the

O Following: the. first Week of
the program,.Conway recalled,

-CIA agénts) found:quite a few
- letters that: had been tampe.

ered: with ‘ostensibly im
China. Appm-enﬂ.v “thn ﬂaps
were: damag

.Cotter- said - the CIA'B reo-
qrds on- the: project. whu:h hs
.usps.cted recently, showed
w.'t the Postal Service’s warp-

‘mg> against opening the mail "
‘were

.~ 'not . -misunderstood.’
{*They admit; 1t in the records."
‘| Cotter said. “He [Conwav] dxd
!admomsh them ” e

K

to- read. .. Cotter has stated. |

CTA director Colby, who has =~ - -
publicly acknowledged the iit- = - . .-

has described the projects'as. =
discover’ the .

Cotter said - e

ume from 1.000 to 2,500 letters '

STAT

“ress of China’s nuclear bomb .
. may ;. -
sound silly,” Cotter said; “but .
if - they were exploding A-

'the mail and ~ec if there was§

could take a
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